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Manor Courts 

 

Caversham manor had a court and a view of frankpledge by the 13th century,1 exercising 

jurisdiction over several local tithing groups both within and outside the parish. Shiplake 

tithing paid cert money in 1307 as later,2 and in the 15th to 16th century (and presumably 

much earlier) the tithingmen of ‘East Thorpe’, ‘West Thorpe’, and ‘Above down’ also made 

presentments.3 A tithing of Kidmore End existed by 1704.4 In 1481--2 the courts baron and 

leet were each held once a year, and yielded £2 3s. 7d.5 Manorial officers included a reeve 

mentioned in the 1190s,6 and two constables noted in 1377, of whom one possibly served 

the upper part of the parish and the other the lower.7 A manorial pound was repaired in 

1502.8 The Cane End estate had its own manor court, which in 1544 was worth just 2s. a 

year.9  

 Caversham’s courts continued in the 17th century, dealing with quitrents, 

encroachments, and agricultural affairs.10 In 1727 the courts baron and leet were worth c.£5 

a year,11 and still appointed constables and tithingmen who dealt with field regulation and 

road repair in Caversham and Shiplake;12 by the late 18th century, however, business had 

dwindled to ratification of customary tenancy transfers, dealt with in the Black Horse pub.13 

Cane End’s manor court apparently continued in 1653,14 but no later record survives. 
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During the Middle Ages royal assizes for Oxfordshire and Berkshire were held at 

Caversham bridge.15 A gallows at Gallowstree Common remained in use in 1724.16  

 

Parish and Vestry Government 

 

Until the 1890s parish government in Caversham followed the usual pattern. Churchwardens 

are recorded from 153017 and accounts survive from 1672, though with a large gap in the 

18th century.18 Expenditure mainly concerned church fabric and fittings, but included 

payments for bell-ringing, destroying vermin, and charitable gifts (including to travellers). 

Overseers were presumably appointed from the 16th century, and partial accounts survive 

from 1710;19 unusually, one of the overseers in 1748 was a woman (Mrs Elizabeth 

Willatts).20 All parish officers were elected presumably by the vestry, which by the 1740s met 

in The Griffin on Church Road, and was responsible for managing parish land in support of 

apprenticing poor children.21 Constables, previously manorial officers, were elected there 

(along with haywardens) by the early 19th century, their accounts including payments for 

repair of the whipping stocks.22 23 From 1842 they were nominated to the magistrates under 

national legislation, and by the 1850s were assisted by resident police officers.24 Earlier 

parish law enforcement is largely unrecorded, although a ‘cage’ mentioned in 1598 was 

presumably a parish lock up.25 A paid officer to collect rates and supervise highway repairs 

was appointed in 1850.26 

In 1875 the parish (still including Kidmore End) became part of the newly formed 

Henley rural sanitary district.27 A county police station and court room was opened on 

Church Road in 1884, hosting fortnightly petty sessions for the Henley division;28 the court 

house apparently closed c.1924, and the Oxfordshire county police station c.1942.29 After 

Caversham churchyard was closed in 1885 Caversham burial board established a new 
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burial ground and mortuary chapel off Hemdean Road, enlarged in 1903.30 Early street 

lighting, however, was introduced piecemeal and on private initiative, given the absence of a 

local board or ‘other properly constituted authority’, except for the vestry.31 From 1890 civil 

powers over the built-up area passed to the new Caversham urban district (below), and in 

1894 Kidmore End became an independent civil parish with its own parish council, included 

within the new Henley Rural District.32 In 1974 it became part of South Oxfordshire District. 

 

   

Caversham Urban District and Reading Borough  

 

Caversham urban district was formed in 1890 to help address the social and infrastructure 

problems facing the fast-growing suburbs, its elected board (succeeded by a council from 

1894) meeting monthly at the police court house.33 The district was conterminous with 

Caversham’s reduced ecclesiastical parish, and was divided into three wards each 

represented by three members.34 Both the board and council assumed the powers of the 

rural sanitary district, appointing officers including a clerk, treasurer, surveyor, medical 

officer, sanitary inspector, and collector, and establishing committees for sanitation, drainage 

and building, highways and lighting, and finance and general purposes.35 Achievements 

included extension of street lighting, highway improvements, and provision of a sewage 

works and (later) a public library and new school. Nevertheless Caversham remained reliant 

for many services on Reading corporation, which provided utilities, fire protection (at least 

until c.1909 when a small fire station was opened), and public transport. A lack of rateable 

wealth in Caversham restricted investment, affecting education and preventing the road 

widening that would have been required to extend Reading’s tram service over Caversham 

bridge.36 

 In 1911 Caversham urban district was taken into Reading borough, save for the 

Caversham Park estate which was transferred to Eye and Dunsden parish.37 The district was 

divided into east and west wards, of which the latter (which included Emmer Green and 
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Caversham Heights) was extended in 1958 and renamed Thames ward. Later 

reorganizations included the creation of Mapledurham ward in 1977 and of Peppard ward 

(taking in Emmer Green, Caversham Park, and Micklands) in 1983.38 Local government 

changes in 1974 removed some local government functions from the borough, but were 

reversed in 1998 when Berkshire county council was abolished.39 Reading Borough 

Constabulary merged with other forces in 1968 to become part of the Thames Valley 

Constabulary.40 
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